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"WHY NOT TRY DEMOCRACY?"
SOME of you may be surprised at the
the title I have chosen to talk about,
"Why Not Try Democracy?" You
might very well say "What do you mean—
why not try democracy?" I want to call to
your mind the remark of George Bernard
Shaw who, when someone once said to him,
"Don't you think it's too bad about the failure of Christianity?" replied, "No, Christianity hasn't failed. It has never been
tried." Man has never put enough energy
and strength into carrying out the original
principles of Christianity. And I have something of the same idea about democracy.
We have never really put sufficient energy
and determination into carrying the principles of democracy out and my plea is to
give it a chance, understand what it means,
and really follow through with it. Only
thus can we combat the rival theories attempting to hold the stage in the world
today.
And yet it is all too easy to become smug
about democracy as the middle way between two extremes. It is easy because it
allows us to go on without examining what
that middle way is and what it should really
be. As you all know, words have two functions : to communicate thought and to obscure thought. Words have these functions
because they have a great emotional content. Chase's Tyranny of Words points out
that if you don't know what words mean,
they become tyrants over those who use
them. And that is what I mean when I say
we ought not to be too smug, because smugness is the greatest danger of any intellectual group. We should know what we mean
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by democracy. We must be willing to think
it through.
I should like to examine what it is that
is giving democracy the value and prestige
that it has today. We are finding today that
those who formerly scoffed at democracy
are changing their tune and that there is a
new prestige for democracy even among
them. Also many reactionaries who paid
only lip service to democracy are going in
for it. Both groups are afraid of what may
happen if democracy breaks down in this
country. I myself am thankful that there is
this increased prestige for democracy, not
only among those people who have always
believed in it but from those who have
scoffed at it.
There are several kinds of democracy to
be considered. First, political democracy.
It involves universal suffrage, freedom of
speech and press, and the democracy of the
ballot box. One of the great functions that
America has performed in world history is
to establish the fact that it is possible to
have a political democracy functioning more
or less adequately without succumbing to
all the dangers to which nations in the past
have succumbed.
But political democracy does not tell the
entire story. There is also the question of
democracy in our everyday lives, democracy
in our economic system, I would like to
examine economic democracy from two
standpoints: first/lack of democracy in the
corporate existence and second, lack of democracy in our trade union existences.
Originally the economic system which we
call by the high-sounding phrase of capitalism came in as a liberating influence. Capitalism opened the windows In the stifling
atmosphere of Europe where no one could
rise above the position into which he was
born, and allowed individuals to make their
imprint in the world. America has been
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one of the leading examples of the social
utility of that kind of a principle and America is the outstanding example of a society
in which the individual can move, not only
horizontally from one place to another by
train or bus, but can move vertically from
one social group to another.
However, with the coming of inventions,
with the coming of the machine, we have
come to understand that the very things
which were supposed to liberate men have
actually created conditions which make it
very nearly impossible to have that same social mobility today that we once had. We
had always felt that there is a place on the
top of the ladder for every American. We
are beginning to question that now, and our
questioning is due to the fact that enormous monopolies in business tend more and
more to crowd out the small man, make it
very much more difficult for workers to
have the same sense of independence they
once had, make workers, consumers, and
small business men more and more dependent on the monopolists. We have moved
away from a free economy to one where the
individual is limited by government and by
the concentration of economic power. Within the corporations which now dominate our
economic life there is a tragic lack of the
democratic principle. You do not have in
them the same operative principles of political democracy that you have in our political
life. The determining voice is not with the
stockholders but with a small controlling
group within the corporation.
Just as it isn't true that the whole of
business is undemocratic, so it isn't true
that the whole of labor is undemocratic.
There are sections of labor which are, however. Curiously enough the sections of trade
unions which are least democratic are not
those which have been most violently attacked by the newspapers. They are rather the
long-established old-line unions. It is true in
some of these trade unions that the leadership is not responsive to the will of the rank
and file. One union, for example, did not
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have ah annual convention for eight years.
It remained that long with the same officers
in charge. It is the same situation you find
in some of our city machines and some of
the corporations. The new methods of organization that have succeeded in organizing unskilled workers have presented a
challenge for genuine democracy in trade
unions.
We talk about democracy in America, but
actually we have only political democracyeven that is qualified to the extent that freedom of speech is not allowed as freely as it
should be. We have political democracy in
a qualified form. But as for economic democracy we have only the rudiments in our
corporate existence and we do not have
complete democracy in our trade unions.
I should like to consider now what a
genuine democracy is. First of all, I do not
mean what one of our statesmen meant
when he said, "Your People, sir, is a beast."
Democracy involves a conception of the dignity of the individual without exception. It
involves a conception of the essential dignity and worth of the human being, so that
life isn't held cheap and individual rights
are not to be trampled on. I do not mean to
say that human nature is always good or infinitely capable of being moulded to environment. But genuine democracy conceives of
man as capable of governing himself and
shaping his own social destiny. That is the
basic principle of democracy and I really
believe it with complete conviction. I believe men are capable of governing themselves better than other men are capable of
governing them. Human history is the record of an heroic and relatively successful
struggle of men to shape their destiny. I
cannot regard people as beasts, as material
only for government by others.
Second, democracy involves government
by the people. I have heard many people
say, when I have attempted to defend majority rule, "Do you mean to say when you
go to Congress or to the state legislature
that you still believe in majority rule?"
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"Yes, I do," I reply; "when I go to Congress, I see the representatives, through
whom man is governing himself. And, imperfect as they are, I respect their achievement."
Third, democracy implies freedom of opportunity. When I speak of freedom of
opportunity, I mean the chance for each individual to have that opportunity to get a
start in life which will enable him or her to
show what capacities they have. I mean a
"career open to talents" and that involves
a juster distribution of property and a high
degree of social security. For in the slums,
whether urban or rural, children cannot
have the freedom of opportunity to show
what their capacity is in life. They don't
have a chance.
Fourth, there must be democracy in your
daily economic activities as well as democracy in your home and in the school.
Fifth, there must be protection of civil
liberties, protection of minority rights, protection of all those freedoms which the
western world has fought so hard to secure.
If you examine the definition that I have
tried to outline 3mu will see that we have
not tried democracy in any real sense of the
word, and you will agree that democracy is
worth trying. There is just one warning
that I want to sound. In our reaction
against other systems, we have come to believe in minority and individual rights.
There is a danger that in our emphasis upon the rights of the minority we will forget
the rule of the majority. Democracy must
have majority rule in all important matters
affecting the attempts that we are making to
save ourselves from the chaos that is threatening the whole world. Minority rights are
sacred, but they should never be interpreted
as minority power.
Actually,' if you examine the story of
American life you will find that this democratic impulse is the most native thing we
have in our traditions. I believe you cannot
import anything from one culture to another. It must come out of American soil.
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Some one once remarked that if the American people are ever going to have socialism,
it will be the Democrats and Republicans
that will give it to them. When you look at
that native tradition, you will find that
America started with the dream of a land
where individuals could actually have a
chance to start with freedom of opportunity, where liberties would be guarded
and where government would be participated in by every one. The whole of American history is directed towards making
that dream a reality. Democracy must always be fought for and conquered afresh.
The democratic impulse, which has been
active in America at various periods, is once
more in action.
I am not using democracy with a capital
p—I am using it with a small d, because it
is bigger than any parties. It does not tolerate the notion that there are any few who
know better what is good for the many than
the many know themselves, nor does it
tolerate the notion that any nation depends
on a single man. It is against the select few,
the elite, and against dictatorship. It stands
or falls on the dignity of the individual and
his ability to govern himself. Will we ever
be able to give such democracy a genuine
trial ? As I look back on American history,
T think we have what it takes.
Max Lerner
VIRGINIA, AWAKE!
HISTORY never repeats itself exactly, but periods far apart in
time may be similar in many respects. A few weeks ago I heaxd the for
mer German Chancellor, Heinrich Bruening, say that the present era reminded him
of the years preceding the French Revolution. To me it seems that in America at
least we are reliving the era of a century
ago, when Andrew Jackson was in the
An address at the quarterly convocation, State
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